
SOCIAL BEHAVIOR AND PERSONALITY, 1998, 26(2), 105-114 
© Society for Personality Research  

DOI 10.2224/sbp.1998.26.2.105 

 
THE EFFECTS OF PRIOR EXPERIENCE AND THOUGHT ON 

THE ATTITUDE-BEHAVIOR RELATIONSHIP 

 

MURRAY G. MILLAR AND KAREN U. MILLAR 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas, NV 

 
Millar and Tesser (1986, 1992) proposed that thought may make either the affective or 

cognitive component of the attitude more salient and, thus, more important in the 

formation of a general evaluation. They further proposed that behaviors may either be 

cognitively or affectively driven and that when there is a match between the component 

emphasized by thought and the component driving behavior, the attitude behavior 

relationship will increase. Alternatively, a mismatch will decrease the attitude-behavior 

relationship. If this model is correct then we would expect the match and mismatch 

effects only when attitudes are low in affective-cognitive consistency. In the current 

study we examined the effects of affective-cognitive consistency on this model. The 

degree of affective-cognitive consistency was manipulated by varying the degree of 

exposure to analytic puzzles. As expected, the match and mismatch effects were 

obtained with low affective-cognitive consistency only. 
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Historically, attitudes have been conceptualized as multicomponent entities 

encompassing a global evaluation, cognition, and affect (e.g., Kramer, 1949; 

Thurstone, 1928; Zanna & Rempel, 1986). The cognitive component is generally 

conceived of as containing the encoding of attributes and beliefs about the attitude 

object and the affective component of the attitude as containing the encoding of 

emotions and feelings associated with the object (Fleming, 1967). Considerable 

theoretical support for this dichotomy between cognition and affect has been 

offered by Zajonc (1980, 1984) who argued that affect and cognition involve 

separate and partially independent systems. In addition Woodmansee and Cook 

(1967), Breckler (1984), and Breckler and Wiggins (1989, 1991) provided 

empirical support for the affective-cognitive distinction. 

The relationship between the global evaluation and the affective and cognitive 

components has also been explored. Recent researchers have suggested that it is 

possible for the global evaluation to be more strongly influenced by either the 
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affective or cognitive component. For example, Breckler and Wiggins (1989) have 

demonstrated that global evaluations about blood donations are more strongly 

determined by affect than cognition. Also a number of researchers have suggested 

that thought prior to the formation of a global evaluation of an object may make 

either the affective or cognitive component of the attitude salient and, thus, more 

important in the global evaluation (Millar & Tesser, 1989, 1986; Wilson, 1990; 

Wilson & Dunn, 1986; Wilson, Dunn, Bybee, Hyman, & Rotondo, 1984). Conse-

quently, it is possible to have attitudes that are either based primarily on affect or 

cognition, depending on which attitude component is made salient. 

Millar and Tesser (1992) have proposed that the predictive relationship 

between affective or cognitive attitudes and behavior depends on what type of 

behavior is being predicted. They suggest that the decision to engage in a behavior 

may be based more or less on the cognitive or affective component of the attitude 

rather than a general evaluation. That is, some types of behavior may be more 

cognitively driven and other types more affectively driven. A type of behavior that 

appears to be cognitively driven is instrumental behavior. For example, a person 

who consumes a beverage in order to lose weight would primarily be interested in 

various attributes of the beverage and how they relate to weight loss. Alterna-

tively, behaviors performed for consummatory (non-instrumental) purposes 

appear to be affectively driven. For example, a person who consumes a beverage 

to please himself, should be primarily interested in how the beverage makes him 

feel, not in the attributes of the beverage. 

Combining these two proposals (that attitudes can be more or less influenced 

by the affective or cognitive component and that behavior can be more or less 

driven by the affective and cognitive components), Millar and Tesser (1992) 

hypothesized that a match between the attitude component emphasized by thought 

and the attitude component driving behavior would lead to a strong attitude-

behavior relationship and a mismatch between components would lead to a weak 

attitude-behavior relationship. In their previous study, strong preliminary support 

for this hypothesis was obtained (Millar & Tesser, 1986). General evaluations 

made after thought focusing on the affective component predicted behaviors that 

were presumably affectively driven better than behaviors that were cognitively 

driven and, alternatively, evaluations made after cognitive focus predicted 

cognitively-driven behavior better than affectively-driven behavior. 

In the present study we aimed to provide additional support for this concept-

ualization by examining the moderating role of cognitive-affective consistency in 

the relationship between general evaluation and behavior. It was proposed that 

thought (either emphasizing the affective or cognitive component) would 

influence the attitude-behavior relationship only when attitudes were low in 

affective-cognitive consistency. When there is high affective-cognitive consist-

ency (i.e., the affective and cognitive components of an attitude are in evaluative
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agreement) thought emphasizing either component should lead to a similar 

general evaluation. If this is the case, then general evaluations should relate to 

instrumental and consummatory behavior in the same manner regardless of focus. 

On the other hand, if the cognitive and affective components are not in agreement 

then thought emphasizing different components should lead to different general 

evaluations. Consequently, if thought operates in the manner suggested by the 

model, the match and mismatch effects should occur when attitudes are 

characterized by low affective-cognitive consistency and become attenuated when 

there is high affective-cognitive consistency. 

In the present study, participants worked on examples of analytic puzzles 

while focusing on the cognitive component of their attitudes. Affective-cognitive 

consistency was manipulated by varying the number of example puzzles each par-

ticipant was required to perform. Half of the participants were required to work on 

one example of each puzzle and half were required to work on five examples of 

each puzzle prior to making a general evaluation. Attitudes based on little 

experience are characterized by relatively low affective-cognitive consistency 

compared to attitudes based on greater experience. That is, with experience 

attitudes become more defined and the two components should change so as to be 

in better agreement (Chaiken & Baldwin, 1981; Rosenberg, 1968, 1960). 

Following the practice session, participants evaluated the puzzles and then played 

with the puzzles under instrumental (cognitively driven) or consummatory 

(affectively driven) conditions. 

When affective-cognitive consistency is low (novel attitudes) thought empha-

sizing the cognitive component should produce smaller evaluation-behavior cor-

relations under consummatory conditions than under instrumental conditions. 

However, when affective-cognitive consistency is high (less novel attitudes) 

thought emphasizing the cognitive component should fail to decrease the general 

evaluation-behavior correlation under consummatory conditions. In sum, since all 

participants have a cognitive focus, the only functional mismatch condition is low 

consistency-consummatory behavior. Both high and low consistency instrumental 

behavior conditions match the cognitive focus. Although the high consistency-

consummatory behavior condition is operationally a mismatch, it is not func-

tionally a mismatch: Because there is high consistency the cognitive focus should 

produce a general evaluation similar to that which would have been produced by 

affective focus and affective focus is a match for consummatory behavior. 
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                                           METHOD 
 
PARTICIPANTS  

Participants were 36 females and 26 males recruited from the introductory psy-

chology classes at a large university, who participated in order to receive class 

credit. Fifteen or 16 participants were randomly assigned to each of the four 

between-groups experimental conditions. 
 
STIMULUS MATERIAL 

Five puzzle types were presented to the participants. They were (a) Letter 

Series, in which a series of letters that formed a pattern were presented, and the 

participant was required to choose one of four letter groupings that would best 

complete the pattern: (b) Picture Matching, in which a star pattern was presented, 

and the participant was required to choose which of four other star patterns most 

closely resembled the original; (c) Analogies, in which a target analogy was pre-

sented, and the participant must decide which of four other analogies was most 

similar to the target; (d) Relative Quantities, in which two quantities were pre-

sented, and the participant was required to choose one of four relationships that 

best described the relationship between the two presented quantities; and (e) 

Sentence Completion, in which a sentence with a missing word was presented and 

the participant decided which word best completed the sentence. 
 
PROCEDURE 

Upon entering the experimental room the participant was seated at a micro-

computer by a male experimenter. The experimenter informed the participant that 

the purpose of the experiment was to assess the utility of several analytic puzzles 

in measuring analytic ability. The computer then provided the participant a further 

set of instructions designed to manipulate the experimental variables. 

Instrumental versus consummatory behavior manipulation. In the first set of 

instructions, participants in the „instrumental behavior conditions were informed 

that 

In this experiment you will be given the opportunity to practice with five 

types of analytic puzzles which may be useful in developing analytic 

ability. After this you will be given an analytic puzzle-solving test, to 

assess your analytic ability. 

 

Participants in the consummatory-behavior conditions were informed that: 

In this experiment you will be given the opportunity to practice with five 

types of analytic puzzles which may be useful in developing analytic 

ability. After this in the second part of the experiment you will be given a 

test to measure your social sensitivity. 
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In a second set of directions, participants were asked to familiarize themselves 

with each of the five types of puzzles by attempting to solve examples of each 

type. Cognitive focus was created by asking the participants while they worked on 

each puzzle to “analyze WHY you feel the way you do about each type of puzzle, that 

is, go over in your mind what it is about each puzzle that makes you think it is likeable 

or not”. 

Novel versus practiced manipulation. After receiving these directions, half the 

participants were given one example of each type of puzzle to complete and half 

were given five examples of each type of puzzle to complete. 

Self-reports of liking, confidence, and response times. Immediately following 

the completion of either one or five examples of the puzzles the participants were 

asked to write down their reasons for liking or disliking each puzzle type and to 

evaluate each of the five puzzle types on Likert type scales with end-points of 

dislike (7) and like (1). They also were asked to rate how confident they were in 

each of their evaluations on a similar Likert-type scale with endpoints of “very 

confident” (7) and “not very confident” (1). The microcomputer also recorded the 

length of time the participant used to make each of the evaluations and confidence 

ratings. 

Behavioral measures of liking. After finishing the general evaluations, the 

participants were informed by the experimenter that 

I am going to be unable to start the next part of the experiment for about 

10 minutes because I have to start the next participant. While you are 

waiting, please remain seated at the terminal. You may occupy your time 

before the analytic abilities test (social sensitivity test) by working on more 

puzzles if you like. If you want to continue press “1”. 

     

The experimenter left the experimental room at this point and greeted the next 

participant, who was ushered to another microcomputer in an adjacent room. If the 

original participant pressed “1” to continue playing with the puzzles, the micro-

computer allowed the participant to choose which type of puzzle he or she would 

like to work on. Each time the participant responded to a puzzle, the participant 

was again given the opportunity to choose which type of puzzle to work on. 

During these 10 minutes, the microcomputer recorded the length of time each 

puzzle was viewed by the participant, the order in which puzzles were chosen, and 

the participant‟s answers to the puzzles. After 10 minutes the experimenter 

returned, stopped the computer, and asked the participant to complete a paper and 

pencil questionnaire. The questionnaire required the participant to reevaluate each 

of the puzzle types on Likert-type scales with endpoints of “like” (1) and “dislike” 

(7). The participant was also asked to evaluate whether each of the puzzle types 

would help improve analytic ability or social sensitivity on Likert-type scales with 

endpoints of “not very much” (1) and “a great deal” (7). These questions were 

intended to assess whether the participants believed puzzle playing could have 
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instrumental value in the upcoming test. Finally, each participant was questioned 

concerning his or her understanding of the experimental hypotheses. All of the 

participants were then fully debriefed and released. 
 

                                            RESULTS 
MANIPULATION CHECKS 

To assess whether the participants were cognitively focused, the participants‟ 

written responses to the thought manipulation were independently coded by two 

raters. These raters judged whether each statement written by the participant 

expressed a reason for liking the puzzle or a feeling they experienced while 

working on the puzzle. If the statement described an affective state, it was coded 

as an emotion (e.g., I felt worried). Alternatively, if the statement described an 

attribute of the puzzle, it was coded as a reason (e.g., the puzzle was complex). 

The two sets of ratings were highly correlated (r = .82). For each participant the 

number of reasons produced was greater than the number of feelings. In addition 

the number of reasons and the number of feelings were summed for each partici-

pant and analyzed in a 2(instrumental vs. consummatory behavior) x 2 (one vs. 

five examples) x 2 (affective vs. cognitive statements) analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) with repeated measures assumed on the last factor. As expected, the 

only source of variation to reach significance was a main effect for type of state-

ment. Participants produced more cognitive statements (M = 3.24) than affective 

statements (M = .61), F(1, 56) = 8.93, p = 004. 

To assess the effectiveness of the instrumental and consummatory behavior 

manipulation, participants were asked, in the questionnaire at the end of the study, 

how much help they thought working on the puzzles would be in the upcoming 

test. These rating were analyzed in a 2 (instrumental vs. consummatory behavior) 

x 2 (one vs. five examples) analysis of variance. As expected, participants in the 

instrumental conditions thought that working on the puzzles would be more 

helpful on the upcoming test (M = 4.84) than did the participants in the con-

summatory conditions (M = 1.96), F(l, 58) = 7.03, p = .01. 

 
ATTITUDE-BEHAVIOR CONSISTENCY 

Three measures of attitude-behavior consistency were constructed by comput-

ing the rank-order correlation of each participant‟s first rating of the puzzles to 

three measures of their behavior: the time they spent working on the puzzles in the 

free-play period, the order in which they chose the puzzles in the free-play period, 

and the proportion of each type of puzzle they attempted in the free-play period. 

Then the three sets of correlations were transformed to Fisher‟s z scores and 

analyzed in three separate planned comparisons. 

As expected, when the amount of time spent playing with the puzzles was used 

as the behavioral measure, a planned comparison that assigned a contrast weight 

of –3 to the novel attitude-consummatory behavior mean and +1 to each of the  
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remaining condition means, revealed that attitude-behavior correlations were sig-

nificantly lower in the novel attitude-consummatory behavior condition than in 

the other 3 conditions, F(l, 57) = 6.95, p = .01 (see Table 1). The same pattern of 

results was obtained for the other two behavioral measures. When the proportion 

of puzzles chosen in the free-play period was used as the behavioral measure, 

again planned comparisons revealed that the attitude-behavior correlations were 

marginally lower in the novel attitude-consummatory behavior condition than in 

the other three conditions, F(1, 57) = 2.99, p = .08. Similarly, when the order of 

choice in the free-play period was used as the behavioral measure, the correlations 

in the novel attitude-consummatory behavior condition were marginally lower 

than in the other 3 conditions, F(1, 57) = 3.38. p = .06. 
 

TABLE 1 
MEANS OF CORRELATIONS BETWEEN GENERAL EVALUATION AND BEHAVIOR AS A FUNCTION OF 

AMOUNT OF EXPERIENCE AND BEHAVIOR TYPE 

 Experience with puzzles 

Behavior type One example Five examples 

Instrumental   .35 .36 

Consummatory -.24 .33 

 

 

A number of additional analyses were conducted to examine possible alterna-

tive explanations for the observed pattern of differences in evaluation-behavior 

consistency. We examined whether any of the behavioral measures were affected 

by the manipulations. For each participant, the amount of time and the within-

subject standard deviation of time spent playing with the puzzles both before the 

initial evaluation and in the free-play period were analyzed in four separate 2 

(consummatory vs. instrumental behavior) x 2 (one vs. five examples) ANOVAs. 

The only source of variance to reach significance was a main effect for the 

number of examples when time prior to the evaluation was examined, F(1, 58) = 

37.09, p = .0001. As expected participants spent significantly longer to complete 

five examples of the puzzles (M = 8.4) than one example (M = 2.0). The 

experimental manipulations did not affect the amount of time spent playing during 

the free-play period, Fs < 1. 

Next the effects of the manipulations on the initial evaluations, the standard 

deviation of the evaluations, time to make initial evaluations, confidence in initial 

evaluation, and time to make confidence ratings were examined. Each measure 

was analyzed separately in the two-factor ANOVA used previously. The only 

source of variation to reach significance in these analyses was a main effect for 

behavior type when mean evaluations were examined, F(1, 58) = 3.98, p = .05.  
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Evaluations made under consummatory conditions were less favorable (M = 5.07) 

than evaluations made under instrumental conditions (M = 4.66). 
 

DISCUSSION 

 
This study was prompted by a desire to provide additional support for the 

model of attitude-behavior relationships proposed by Millar and Tesser (1986, 

1992) by demonstrating that affective-cognitive consistency would mediate the 

relationship between the focus of thought prior to a general evaluation and the 

type of behavior. The data provided support for the hypothesized effects of 

affective-cognitive consistency on the attitude-behavior relationship. When 

attitudes were characterized by low affective-cognitive consistency, thought 

focusing on the cognitive component reduced the evaluation‟s ability to predict 

consummatory behavior. Alternatively, when attitudes were characterized by high 

consistency, thought focusing on the cognitive component failed to effect the 

evaluation‟s ability to predict consummatory behavior. 

There is an apparent contradiction between previous research and the present 

findings. Both Rosenberg (1960, 1956) and Norman (1975) have found in a 

number of studies that attitudes high in affective-cognitive consistency predicted 

behavior better than attitudes low in affective-cognitive consistency. Recall in the 

present study that cognitive attitudes low in affective-cognitive consistency pre-

dicted behavior as well as attitudes high in affective-cognitive consistency. 

However, it is difficult to compare their work to the present because they have 

operationally equated the affective component with the global evaluations, i.e., 

they used the scale “like” to “dislike” as the index of affect. Further more recent 

researchers (e.g., Fazio & Zanna, 1978; Matsuura, 1983) have not been able 

replicate Norman‟s finding regarding the effects of affective-cognitive consistency 

on the attitude-behavior relationship. In fact, it is possible that the present con-

ceptualization may offer a resolution to the discrepancy between this earlier work 

and later work by suggesting the importance of the match between attitude type 

and behavior type. 
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